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Social science research in Puerto Rico often values macro-histor-
ical analysis. Some scholars go as far as arguing that case studies 

of a particular government program are just limited contributions to a 
vast body of literature. In La transformación del paisaje puertorriqueño y 
la disciplina del Cuerpo Civil de Conservación, 1933-1942, Manuel Valdés 
Pizzini, Michael González Cruz, and José Martínez Reyes prove that the 
field of Puerto Rican history is still open to new theoretical analyses and 
a myriad of subjects previously ignored by historians. Using sociological 
and anthropological lenses and influenced by Foucauldian approaches, 
this study focuses on how the Conservation Civilian Corps (CCC) worked 
as technologies of power aimed at disciplining citizens and forests during 
the years of the Great Depression. Its premise is that landscape is not 
only a product of social transformations, but also a tool to discipline 
people. The authors explain how the CCC, a New Deal program, was 
another one of the colonial regime’s strategies to modernize the rural 
population. In Puerto Rico, forests as state-sponsored recreational 
spaces emerged largely by the work done by the CCC. The authors’ use 
of life histories, ethnographies, archaeological surveys, and historical 
documents offer readers several perspectives to understand how the 
forests, CCC labor camps, and social actors involved were part of ideas 
of conservation and historical processes during the 1930s.

The introduction and Chapter 1 explore the origin of the program, 
the literature on the subject, and the theoretical approaches used to ana-
lyze the program. The ideology of the wilderness as a space untouched 
by industrial and urban development was important to the CCC’s designs 
of public forests. The CCC worked to preserve wilderness and make it 
available for consumption by citizens. Government officials attempted 
to incorporate local culture and the recreational expectations of visitors 
into their designs. These ideas led the CCC to create an infrastructure 
which included roads, paths, kiosks, pools, parking, and observation 
towers (p. 9). It began to transform Puerto Rico’s countryside into a 
space of tourism for people from urban areas.
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The CCC emerged as part of the New Deal policies implemented as a 
solution for the Great Depression. President Roosevelt’s concerns about 
the conservation of the American wilderness and youth unemployment 
shaped the creation of the CCC (pp. 29-33). The CCC hired workers to 
build forest infrastructure as a strategy to alleviate unemployment. The 
U.S. Forest Service and U.S. National Parks implemented the program 
with funds administered by the Department of Interior, the Depart-
ment of Agriculture and the Army. Resident Commissioner Santiago 
Iglesias Pantín lobbied in Congress for Puerto Rico to be included in the 
program and proposed the employment of 25,000 workers (pp. 49-50). 
The program initially concentrated its efforts on reforestation. Roads 
were built by hand without machinery. Later, the program worked in the 
production of commercial wood and charcoal. The CCC resettled many 
communities from lands acquired by the U.S. Forest Service.

Using political ecology, Chapter 2 focuses on the effects of the ide-
ologies of wilderness conservation in the forests of El Yunque, Bosque 
Seco de Guánica and La Parguera. The authors explore how the ideolo-
gies of conservation and power relations shaped historical processes 
linked to the environment and nature. The work of the CCC increased 
the proletarianization of the rural population. The creation of public 
forests and resettling of its habitants closed the rural population’s access 
to important economic resources. Landless workers used the forest to 
cultivate food crops. Limited access to the forests also meant the loss of 
local knowledge about its environment.

Chapters 3 and 4 discuss the camps and the political context in which 
the CCC was developed in Puerto Rico. The labor camps transformed 
the lives of many workers. Most of the participants were landless work-
ers, some of whom worked in the properties that became part of the 
forests. Most of the program’s participants in Puerto Rico were married, 
while single men predominated in the mainland U.S. States. In 1933, the 
government authorized 1,200 workers to be part of the program. By 1936, 
2,400 workers were participating in the program every year. Governor 
Blanton C. Winship (1934-1939) lobbied intensively for the increase of 
recruits (pp. 102-103). A local committee formed by the police chief, 
school superintendent, and mayor recruited participants incorporating 
political patronage into the program. The critiques were so intense that 
this system eventually was discarded. At the same time, socialists and 
liberals were struggling against each other for the control of the New 
Deal programs in Puerto Rico.

The program sought to prepare workers for industrial manufacturing 
by regulating their lives with discipline and vocational education. The 
labor camps exposed participants to North Americans ideals of indus-
trial work discipline in an urban society. The CCC helped to promote 
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loyalty to a colonial state threatened by economic and political crisis by 
providing workers with secure housing, food, education, and recreational 
activities. The first camps were similar to labor camps in sugar cane 
plantations. They were overcrowded with workers sleeping in hammocks. 
Later, the structure of the camps consisted of a building with sleeping 
quarters, dining room, and an office, as well as other buildings for stor-
age and infirmary. In some cases, workers preferred to continue living 
in their homes for which they were better compensated.

Chapters 5 and 6 analyze the history of El Yunque and La Sierra 
de Luquillo. El Yunque is one of the principal forests transformed by 
the CCC. In Chapter 5, the authors look at the traces of history left in 
their landscape since Spanish colonialism. El Yunque and La Sierra de 
Luquillo are at the center of the myth of Puerto Rican nation building. 
The authors examine the mental maps of the interviewees in order to 
understand the political economy of the area before it became a public 
forest. Before the 1930s, the area was intensively exploited by landowners 
and the landless for its land, wood for charcoal and construction, and 
fishing in the creeks and rivers. Interviewees remember their ties to each 
other through parties or mutual self-aid. Not only were landless families 
displaced, but small farmers were also affected by the acquisition of lands 
by the U.S. Forests Service.

The authors describe how El Yunque is a central symbol in the narra-
tives of Puerto Rican national culture, including popular myths, legends, 
and stories forged by the rural population. Since the nineteenth century, 
Puerto Ricans have held an image of El Yunque linked to pre-European 
indigenous populations in the islands. Authors such as Alejandro Tapia y 
Rivera, Eugenio María de Hostos, and José de Diego as well as Governor 
Rexford G. Tugwell wrote about El Yunque as a majestic and mysterious 
place. For local visitors and residents of surrounding communities, El 
Yunque has become a space of resistance and an embodiment of Puerto 
Rican identity and national culture (p. 208).

In Chapter 7 and the Epilogue, the authors assess the legacy of the 
CCC. While the rural population was suffering the devastating conse-
quences of the Great Depression, the CCC and other New Deal pro-
grams were attempting to modernize the country and reform capitalism. 
In the 1930s, the CCC offered participants the best living and working 
conditions known despite the strict discipline and hard work in the camps 
(p. 232). The CCC built a recreational infrastructure and preserved the 
forests in a way not achieved by any other initiative in Puerto Rico. The 
failures of the program lie in its uneven and sometimes disorganized 
reforestation efforts, as well as the limited impact on unemployment 
because of the small numbers of workers hired. One needs to understand 
that this legacy is linked to the ordinary lives of CCC participants and 
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those who implemented the program.
The use of interviews provides a bottom-up approach to the study of 

history that most history books of the period ignore. One learns through-
out the book about the dealings of the powerless and the powerful with 
the program. Subjects’ accounts have been left out of the main narratives 
of this period which have concentrated on top-down studies of the emer-
gence of the PPD, the New Deal, and the nationalist movement. Thus, 
the authors invite the readers to look at Puerto Rico’s contemporary 
public forests as complex and socially constructed artifacts.

By picking up the fragments of modernization, Manuel Valdés Piz-
zini, Michael González Cruz, and José Eduardo Martínez Reyes provide 
new lenses on the study of the New Deal in Puerto Rico. Although 
some parts of the book are repetitive, this book is not a mere analysis of 
discourses seeking to explain the social processes involved in the con-
struction of forests and people. Rather, it is about how power is related 
to meanings, practices and institutions, and their connections to local, 
national and global processes. The authors make a valuable contribution 
to the intersection of history, culture, and political economy in the study 
of landscapes and environment. La transformación del paisaje puertorri-
queño y la disciplina del Cuerpo Civil de Conservación, 1933-1942 is an 
excellent start for anyone interested in the diversity of modernization 
projects in Puerto Rico during the 1930s through 1940s.
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A Language of Song: Journeys in the Musical World of the African 
Diaspora es un cuaderno de bitácora íntimo e intenso, en 

donde lo sonoro y lo visual se complementan en vívidas  descripciones 
que intentan dar cuenta de la compleja gama de expresiones musicales 
de la diáspora africana en las Américas. Samuel Charters comparte sus 
múltiples viajes desde el África Occidental hasta las tumultuosas y viva-
rachas calles del Carnaval del Salvador en Brasil.  Entre estos dos puntos 


